Genetic factors in early separation anxiety: implications for the genesis of adult anxiety disorders.
An important contemporary conceptualization of anxiety has suggested that heightened early separation anxiety is specifically associated with the risk of adult panic disorder, with hereditary factors underlying that cluster of anxiety disorders. Yet there is a dearth of studies examining whether early separation anxiety is inherited. The present twin study, based on a retrospective approach, revealed a substantial genetic contribution to separation anxiety in females but not in males, with unique environmental influences being important in both gender groups. Although speculative, an evolutionary explanation is offered to account for the apparent gender difference in the inheritance of early separation anxiety. It is hypothesized that, in some women, phylogenetic vestiges of separation anxiety may conflict with their need to compete in an individualistic manner in the modern workplace. Whether such an attachment-autonomy conflict accounts for the increased rate of panic disorder and agoraphobia in women is worthy of further study.